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TWENTIETH CENTURY DISCOVERY. By Isaac Asimov. New York, Double-
day and Co., Inc., 1969. 178 pp. $4.95.
The overwhelming proliferation of scientific and technologic information
in the twentieth century is a fact of life to which literate people must ad-
just. Those deeply engrossed in one aspect of the phenomenon find the
maintenance of a balanced "overview" increasingly difficult. Even the very
well-organized and energetic reader often feels that "keeping up" is almost
impossible. Contributions such as Twentieth Century Discovery can be
helpful in keeping informed in areas outside one's own field.
In this book, Dr. Asimov (who is a remarkable phenomenon himself)
has written a set of essays on five separate areas of scientific discovery
which are characterized by recent rapid change and clear-cut relevance to
the immediate future of human society. The essay on ecology outlines the
pressing problems of expanding populations and finite resources and, in
considering the possible ameliorations, dwells most extensively on the re-
cent proliferation of ingenious methods of curbing insect populations. An-
other section on the possible origins of life carries the reader from Darwin
to the laboratory synthesis of protein and, in the subsequent discussion of
subatomic particles, the rapid developments in nuclear physics of the last
few decades are summarized. The final two essays deal with modern as-
tronomy and the exploration of space, respectively. In these timely sections,
which cover up through Apollo 8, the author captures the surge of events
and enthusiasm which have marked this historic progression.
The author's style emphasizes clarity and readability and is most sparing
in the inclusion of detail. This facilitates comprehension for those unfamiliar
with the immediate topic but could well be a source of dissatisfaction to the
expert. The book is perhaps analogous to a tourist's guidebook which does
not undertake a definitive analysis of each monument or historic building
but concentrates on acquainting the traveler with its existence and the es-
sential reasons for its inclusion.
Any educated adult should find this book readable and, unless he has
"kept up" exceedingly well, instructive.
GLEN E. GRESHAM
THE BIOCHEMISTRY OF THE NUCLEIC ACIDS, 6th ed. By J. N. Davidson.
London, Methuen and Company, Ltd., 1969. xvi, 352 pp. $8.00.
Knowledge in the field of nucleic acids has been increasing at a bewildering
pace in the last decade. To students and investigators wishing to enter this
exciting area of research, the task of acquiring basic general knowledge of
nucleic acids is a very difficult one. Coverage of nucleic acids in basic bio-
chemistry textbooks is woefully inadequate. Reviews on specialized topics
have become plentiful in recent years, and very useful texts on techniques
are now available.
Professor Davidson's book occupies a unique position in Nucleic Acid
literature in that it attempts to bring together the basic information in many
areas of nucleic acid structure and function. It reaches well beyond the
elementary level in many of these areas, so as to bring the reader up to a
relatively sophisticated level of knowledge. Of particular merit, even to
116BOOK REVIEWS
workers in the field, is the profusion of references to specialized reviews
and to original articles. It is written in simple and clear language, and the
many diagrams contribute to its clarity. The present edition contains much
new material. In most areas it is up-to-date to a remarkable extent. This
is particularly commendable in view of the rapid accumulation of new in-
formation.
The book, however, is rather uneven, with a marked overemphasis on
the metabolic aspects. Such a defect is perhaps unavoidable in general text-
books produced by a single author who cannot possibly be equally familiar
with all aspects of the field. Also a certain lack of critical evaluation of the
presented facts is sometimes evident.
The major weakness of this book is in the area of physical chemistry.
Neither the physico-chemical properties of nucleotides and nucleic acids,
nor the physical methods for the study of nucleic acids, have received the
attention they deserve. Also some aspects- of the chemical properties have
received scant attention. Methods for sequence determination, for instance,
which have become increasingly important in nucleic acid research, are
hardly mentioned. In most cases, however, these deficiencies are compen-
sated for by adequate references to the literature. The chapters on nucleo-
tide biosynthesis, replication of DNA, and viral nucleic acids, are very
good. RNA biosynthesis is treated competently, but is overlong, and suf-
fers with respect to clarity. Protein synthesis, hidden under the heading
"Biological function of RNA," is quite well presented.
The major features of The Biochemistry of the Nucleic Acids-compre-
hensive coverage of the field, abundance of references to the scientific litera-
ture, and clarity of presentation in most areas-should make it a very use-
ful textbook for both students and teachers.
GEORGE BRAWERMAN
EXPLOITABLE MOLECULAR MECHANISMS AND NEOPLASIA. Baltimore, The
Williams and Wilkins Company, 1969. 622 pp. $17.00.
This book represents a collection of 23 papers presented at the Twenty-
Second Annual Symposium on Fundamental Cancer Research, held at the
University of Texas M. D. Anderson Hospital and Tumor Institute,
Houston, Texas, in March, 1968. The papers are arranged under the titles
of the Six Symposia, and are accompanied by the texts of the discussions
that ensued. As is to be expected for such a large collection of papers, the
quality is somewhat variable, but in general, the standard is very high. The
book will undoubtedly be of great value, both to those directly involved in
the areas considered, and to those workers in the general field of cancer
chemotherapy who wish to have in collected forms, accounts of studies at
the molecular level that are relevant to the cancer problem. The book is
well produced and in every way to be recommended.
Naturally, it is not possible to review each paper in this volume as it
deserves, but certain of them may be singled out for special mention. The
text of the Bertner Foundation Award Lecture, given by Sol Spiegelman
is a fitting introduction to the Symposium. As an account of a meticulously
planned and executed series of experiments, it serves as a model of scien-
117